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Abstract 
School libraries in Greece are officially established as a separate section of schools; a section that has been functioning in 
cooperation with schools and supporting them on a regular basis, in a well-organised way, employing its own staff since 1995. 
However, reports and relevant legislation have appeared since the first half of the 19th century. This paper presents and 
evaluates the legislation that concerns the establishment and operation of school libraries in Greece from the establishment of 
the Greek state to the present day. Furthermore, reference is made to the extent the relevant legislation was applied in practice 
and the method employed for its application; at the same time we do not fail to make a brief reference to the first legislative 
action taken in relation to school libraries in Europe. 
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1. Introduction 
“A review of the literature shows that not only is there no comprehensive published history of school 
libraries2, but that school libraries are inadequately covered in the general histories of education and librarianship. 
Those writers who do discuss the history of school libraries tend to assume that they are a more recent 
phenomenon than they actually are; indeed, some assume they are a 20th-century development. […] In addition, 
as Stott pointed out, both general histories of education and histories of libraries and librarianship failed to 
provide coverage of the historical development of school libraries. [… However,] school libraries have existed in 
schools since at least the 8th century3. These early school libraries would have been very different from school 
libraries today, just as schools now are very different from their predecessors of earlier centuries.” [2] Moreover, 
 
1 Corresponding author. E-mail address: g_bicos@hotmail.com 
2 See also the 1st part of Clyde’s thesis [1]. 
3 More specifically, located in York, England [1]. 
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it is true that until the early decades of the 20th century, the operation of school libraries was much less underlined 
by their school character than it is today and they were, in effect, not so closely related to the school’s educational 
and instructive character. This is because until then school libraries were often established for other purposes 
unrelated (or minimally related) to school instruction, as, for instance, meeting the recreational reading needs of 
children or the needs of the local community [2]. 
To be more specific about the time when the first school libraries appeared and refer to the legislation 
governing them, note that, according to historians studying educational legislation, the first decree related to 
school libraries was issued in England in 1578 and provided that each school should have a library [2, 3]. 
“Despite all this, there is considerable evidence for the existence of libraries in schools in England (and in some 
other European countries) from at least the 8th century; in the United States from the 18th century.” [2] When it 
comes to school libraries in the United States, there is evidence that their development was parallel with that of 
public libraries and until 1913 the number of working school libraries came to 10.000, but few of them had more 
than 3.000 volumes/books. However, the first educated school librarian who worked in a school library in the 
United Stated appears in 1900 [3]. 
Consequently, we are initially given the impression that Europe established the legal framework for the 
foundation (and operation) of school libraries much earlier than the United States. The situation does not appear 
to be uniform throughout all European countries though, e.g. “the history of school libraries in Dalmatia dates 
back to the 19th century, when they were established as differentiated and defined subjects within the education 
system in the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. [… More specifically, school] libraries were founded after the 
adoption of the 1871 Act on Principles of Primary School Education, temporary school and teaching regulation of 
1870, and the 1871 Regulations on School Libraries.” [4] In Dalmatia, however, they were established “as a tool 
for the further education of teachers”, and not as much as to cover the needs of students. What we should note, 
however, is that the legal enactment of the operation of school libraries was considered to be part of an effort to 
modernise the education system [4]. That was the case in almost all countries though.  
2. Main part  
Let’s take a look at the history of school libraries in Greece and the history of the legislation governing them 
from the establishment of the Greek state onwards4. Important libraries are found in Greece since the period of 
the Turkish occupation; these are connected with intellectuals who supported them offering rich collections of 
books, mainly hand-written. This is how major libraries were established and operated in modern Greece, such as 
that of Zagora, Dimitsana, Chios, Kozani and elsewhere [10]. Some of them worked also as school libraries 
within renowned schools that flourished in the 18th and early 19th centuries (e.g. School libraries started 
operating in secondary education schools in the Peloponnese during the Turkish occupation [11].) These libraries 
contributed to the dissemination of the spirit of modern Greek Enlightenment – i.e. to the idea that education is 
directly related to a nation’s conquest of liberty, and also to its general prosperity.  
Moving on to the years that marked the establishment of the Greek State, we note that the first governor (since 
1827), I. Kapodistrias, gave priority to elementary education and vocational training as part of his effort to help 
the illiterate and unskilled population. He also established the Library of the Central School (an upper level 
school comprising three years of studies) in Aegina, an island near Attica. This library was considered to be a 
school library, but also served a more complex role, since it worked as a reading room, a book distribution centre 
 
4 Three (student papers-theses) related to the history of school libraries and the legislation governing them in Greece are those by 
Papadopoulos [5], Dalakoura & Bota [6] and Koundouraki which was compiled at the Ionian University. The most important relevant paper, 
however, albeit brief in length, is the one by Papazoglou [7]. Her closing remarks, however, reflect the situation of the school libraries in 
Greece during the last years of the 20th century, not that of the present day. For a brief review of the Greek books referring to the history in 
question, see Bikos [8] and Bikos [9]. In the same text, it is also noted – on the basis of evidence – that the three Greek tertiary education 
institutions where Librarianship is taught have not generally studied school libraries in depth.  
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for schools throughout the country and also as a storeroom for school books unsuitable for use in order to be 
substituted by more useful ones [11]. The Library of the Central School, however, was not the only school library 
of that period. The other existing libraries, though, were neither in full operation nor did they form a functional 
educational place. A characteristic example of the way school libraries worked at the time is the case of the 
Cyclades. Out of the four libraries of the Greek schools on Kea, Mykonos, Naxos and Sifnos, the last three were 
never integrated into the functional school area and therefore remained almost or entirely inactive. As far as the 
one established on the island of Kea is concerned, its pre-existing core of books compiled in the 17th century was 
only enriched with the school books distributed throughout Greece [11]. 
Nevertheless, the institutional establishment of the right development process for school libraries was 
something that the intellectuals of the time clearly pursued. The attitude adopted by the Governor’s direct 
associates, such as Konstandas, Gennadios and Schinas, is characteristic. Schinas thought that school libraries are 
entirely attached to the learning process and located them inside the premises of secondary schools, so that “each 
student can be assisted, either studying or copying” from their books [11]. Konstandas and Gennadios, on the 
other hand, admitting that "the compilation of a library requires a great deal of funds", thought that it was 
possible to establish only one central school library that would also serve the provinces. In order to enrich it, the 
government should have addressed “one or two prudent Europeans”, who could perhaps decide to “contribute 
their works” to that library [11].    
 However, Kapodistrias was assassinated and his vision for an education system responding to the needs of the 
time discontinued after the first King of Greece, the Bavarian Otto (since 1833), came to the throne. Despite this, 
the will to establish and operate school libraries in Greece was expressed very early – almost from the beginnings 
of the existence of the modern Greek state and while other educational reforms were being applied under the 
influence of the Bavarian system. It seems that their significance in the smooth and effective operation of 
education, the cornerstone of the new state, had already been acknowledged. Thus, as Otto’s government was 
particularly concerned about the education system, the first state action was taken to create school libraries, 
following a Royal Decree in 1835 [12], which provided for the establishment of school libraries in the country’s 
schools “to be used both by teachers and students”. The same decree provided for the appointment of a person 
‘temporarily’ responsible for each school library, a position to be occupied by the respective Principal or Head of 
school (Scholarch). This reference to the temporary character of this act is likely to reflect the Government’s 
intention to address the issue of school libraries in the future too. Therefore, even this governmental intention that 
we notice, if we are right about rendering this temporary character correctly, implies a positive attitude on the part 
of the state to address the operation and management of school libraries in a systematic manner. Another 
possibility is that this reference was made to prevent the Principals’ of Scholarch’s reaction. But it those years it 
was unlikely for a state official or employee to react to any governmental intention expressed by law.  
As for the resources of school libraries established under the aforementioned decree, they would come from 
the Central Library as borrowed, a fact which, on the one hand, was dictated by the tightness of the time, but, on 
the other hand, put limitations to their self-sufficiency [5]. It was provided that primary school libraries would be 
attended by the relevant Municipal authority. (Note that the responsibility of Local Authorities for schools and 
libraries, had already been officially established since 1833 under a Royal Decree issued on 26th April/8th May 
“Responsibilities of Prefects and Prefectural departments”, which stated that Prefects would be responsible for 
any matters related to schools and the establishment of libraries – but did not specify whether these libraries were 
school or public libraries.)  
The early interest in school libraries, which led to the aforementioned decree, derives, on the one hand, from 
the tradition of the prerevolutionary period and the period marked by Kapodistrias’ governance and, on the other, 
by the Bavarian perception of their importance. What also played a significant role was the arrival of Greek 
scholars living abroad, who brought with them comprehensive ideas about the value and need of libraries in order 
to establish a modern national state, within the framework of which a central national library would be at the head 
of a system of local, special and school libraries working as tools to educate the people [13]. Moreover, the 
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intention to create school libraries found the physical prerequisites necessary in the extensive publishing activity 
evident at the time and the passionate promotion that Greeks and philhellenes of the time made about offering 
books which made up the core of the National Library and school libraries [13]. Thus, the positive intention to 
create school libraries was followed by the dispatch of books to schools [14].   
What followed that simple, yet pioneering for its time, Royal Decree that constitutes a primary form of 
intention to strengthen the institution of school libraries? What was the future of that act which was infused by the 
optimistic yet ungrounded mentality of “we decide and command” without measuring out the real difficulties of 
the time and place? “Regent Armansperg, who signs the law, used the phrase ‘we command’ which was meant to 
remind people just that certain things cannot be done with orders” and nothing else [15].  
The ungrounded optimism, however, that characterised the Royal Decree of 1835 was not evident in the 
following decree which referred to school libraries and was issued in 1855 [16]. More specifically, that decree 
also provided for the establishment of school libraries, but gradually, and only in secondary education schools. At 
the same time the detailed reference to storerooms, a special register and the measures taken to protect each 
library’s resources either from removal or damage all imply some of the difficulties already observed in previous 
years; moreover, they reflect a certain atmosphere and the legislator’s attitude which was less creative and 
positive towards upgrading the functionality of school libraries with a decisive intervention5. This law, however, 
remained inapplicable in practice, just like other laws issued in the following decades. This fact does not surprise 
those studying the history of Greek education, though, since the Greek educational legislation6 is generally 
marked by a series of reforming efforts revoking each other and failing in practice [18].  
With similar acts, which were never realised the government often expressed its intentions regarding the 
establishment and smooth operation of school libraries. Thus, in the 20th century, Laws 5045/1931, 5911/1933 
and the Royal Decree of 15th/21st January 1949 provided that each school should establish its own school library. 
In the 1970’s a new act (in circular 21326/20-2-1973 of the Ministry of Education [4]) stated that “all school 
libraries, either in existence or under establishment, will be fully utilised…”. All this, however, remained 
inapplicable while the various forms of school libraries, following the distorted development of the Greek 
educational system, remained inert and enclosed in dusty furniture, or, in the best circumstances, in dusty rooms, 
often characterised by opportunistic collections of their resources. In fact most of them worked occasionally, and 
only thanks to the volunteer work of people who were involved in education and believed in their educational 
role. It is actually known that ages ago and until the present day the books that form the resources of school 
libraries are found on the shelves of some (usually old) lockers in the principal’s or teachers’ office [19, 20] – if 
not in the school storeroom. However, what we should also note about the aforementioned phenomenon often 
occurring in Greece, of a school library responding to “a cupboard or some shelves with books” located 
somewhere in the school, is that there are historians of school libraries – not of Greek origin – who consider that 
the development of the institution of school libraries globally responds to a supposed evolution from “two shelves 
of books in a cupboard in the corner” to “the modern school library resource centre.” W.A. King for instance, 
outlined a five-stage pattern of development for school libraries:  
1. Small collection of books in classrooms. 
2. The "storeroom" stage with books stored centrally (usually in a cupboard), and with a regular teacher in 
charge. 
3. A library room without a librarian in charge. 
4. A library room with a librarian in charge. 
 
5 About a year later the Ministry of Education would also see that school libraries are enriched. More specifically, the chief librarian of the 
National University Library receives the books, records and stores them, specifying one copy for the library of the Ministry, three copies for 
the National University Library, one copy for each of the seven Gymnasia of the State and one copy for each of the Scholarchia and other 
educational institutions. As for the remaining copies, some were given to the scholars and as prizes to students who had excelled [17].  
6 By the term educational legislation we refer to any kind of text of regulatory content and character, such as, but not limited to, Laws and 
Presidential or Royal Decrees, but also Ministerial Decisions and circulars.  
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5. The library "programmed" as part of the teaching and learning process in a school.” [2] 
Turning to the situation in Greece, we notice that the issue of school libraries was more seriously addressed 
after the ‘80s, when school libraries were included in discussions regarding the country’s educational policy. 
Moreover, Art. 43 of the framework law 1566/1985 related to education provided – for yet another time in 150 
years that had passed since the first legislative action in 1835 – that “there is a school library in every school of 
primary and secondary education…” among other issues related to school libraries which were characterised as 
relatively vague and unclear, mainly because they were not specialised in any later presidential decrees.  
Comparing the Law of 1985 with that of 1835, it is easily ascertained that it is driven by the same air of 
ungrounded optimism without any realistic prospective. School libraries were not considered to be a fundamental 
component of the educational policy, while their operation remained incompatible with the curriculum, which 
was - and still is - prevailed by the leveling idea of using only one book for each subject [21].  
Finally, the situation is changing as the 21st century is progressing. Thus, in the period between 1996-2000 a 
total of 499 school libraries were established in secondary education (in a total of 3.460 schools of that level) 
following a balanced geographic allocation pattern around the country. The programme was funded by the 2nd 
Community Support Framework and national resources. The school libraries that had been officially established 
and could make a significant contribution to the modernisation of Greek education were appropriately rearranged 
in order to make access easier and autonomous, equipped with modern material and technical infrastructure and 
enriched with approximately 6.000 titles, which also included 100 titles of audiovisual resources and 10 
subscriptions to magazines. It is important that a text was compiled with detailed special specifications about the 
area and facilities of school libraries, their resources were recorded in a special register, 49 librarians to support 
their operation at the central level of the Ministry of Education were hired and 450 teachers selected to recruit the 
above libraries on a full time basis were trained. Finally, 19 vehicles were purchased (mobile libraries) to serve 
remote areas. The network was expanded in 2009-10 with another 266 school libraries via the 3rd Community 
Support Framework (out of which 258 finally worked). Their core collection of 6.000 titles was selected by a 
library committee (per school unit) from a list of 13.418 approved titles [22, 23, 24, 25].
The purpose behind the development of libraries in schools, according to the statements of  official bodies, 
was “to upgrade the education process, specifically aiming at helping teachers prepare for their teaching sessions, 
training students to use information resources different from the school book and thus introducing them to self-
learning processes assisted also by electronic information resources (CD-ROM, Internet) and developing research 
and critical analysis skills” [24]. 
In the years when school libraries were in operation, they made a substantial contribution to Greek education 
as an inseparable part of the school, a centre of multimedia and information and a place where learning 
innovations were applied and student creativity was expressed. Running a reading room, using ICT and searching 
the web, sharing classes between teachers, supporting the compilation of projects and references, participating in 
innovative initiatives – such as cultural programmes, health education programmes, e-twinning programmes, etc. 
-, programmes promoting reading and also reading clubs, organising events (such as visits of writers and 
scientists, music events, book exhibitions, theatrical performances, film/video projections, painting competitions, 
presentations of museum boxes, issuing school magazines, one-day seminars), are some of the activities 
developed through school libraries [26].  
Adverse conditions, however, once again did not allow school libraries to flourish. And that was not due to 
general difficulties related to their operation [27], which could perhaps be surmounted, but to the economic 
recession which led school libraries to partial operation. More specifically, since 2010-11 208 of a total of 757 
school libraries did not work because teachers were not transferred to them to serve as those responsible for their 
operation. Even worse in the school year 2011-12, following a circular of the Ministry of Education (750/Φ 
2.2/2-9-11) it was dictated that their equipment and technical infrastructure be returned and the teachers 
responsible for their operation – specially trained and experienced – were called upon to return their keys and go 
back to their original teaching positions. On the contrary, certain teachers were appointed responsible for the 
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operation of school libraries in order to complete their teaching timetable, without any training requirement or 
even desire to do so; just to complete their teaching timetable. Moreover, they spent only that many teaching 
hours (i.e. 40-minute hours) as were necessary for them to complete their teaching timetable – e.g. only 4 
teaching hours per week. Therefore, in the school year 2011-12 school libraries remained open for 2 hours 3 or 2 
times a week; that is if they opened. So it goes without saying and is obvious that they did not work regularly and 
their operation was once again bestowed to the volunteer offer of work of the people who believe in them. 
Realising, however, the important role that the personal character and strength or personality of people working 
in school libraries and also those who are somehow involved with them has played in the development of an 
institution such as school libraries, especially when the institutional framework is so poor and the applied 
state/governmental policy about school libraries is either nonexistent or inadequate, is a fact ascertained also in 
the international published works. In Marquardt, there is a characteristic reference to the personal character and 
the informal networks created by those involved in school libraries: “The several goals which are outlined in the 
IFLA-UNESCO Manifesto [about school libraries] are usually met only in part, due to the lack of different kind 
of resources (e.g., collections, space, equipment and staff). Nevertheless there is a progressively increasing 
number of best practices which are stimulated by formal or informal networks, national or local projects, and 
above all, the commitment and the enthusiasm of the practitioners themselves in the field.” [28] 
Of course the fact of the aforementioned policy of the Ministry about school libraries and their staff was 
commented sharply and bitterly in the press by those responsible for school libraries, organizations, bodies, etc.; 
a fact which shows how sensitised the public and those involved in education and libraries in Greece are towards 
school libraries. Here are some characteristic headlines: School libraries to be closed / School libraries, time for 
inactivation / Do we need school libraries? / All 700 school libraries to be shut down / School libraries are now 
being closed - A cry of anxiety from those responsible for their operation / School libraries to be abolished / God 
willing! and others [29]. 
3.  Conclusion 
If the present of school libraries is so uncertain, though, what about their future? However, it is commonly 
held that a modern state should receive good education, which is even more necessary in a period of crisis. And it 
is commonly agreed that school libraries are necessary to support that education.  
According to statements made by the Greek Ministry of Education itself: “the institution of school libraries 
supports education and enhances learning in a way that is innovative for Greek standards, beyond the traditional 
teaching framework. The individual is encouraged not to content him/herself with traditional books, but seek 
information also in other sources. In the modern society of knowledge and information it is particularly 
important that students are familiarised with the information process in every stage of their everyday lives, not 
only as part of education. As time progresses, school libraries are developing into an essential part of a new 
educational reality, moving away from the traditional model of a lending school library and acquiring a new 
important role, which is complementing and supporting to classroom teaching.” [25] 
 And also elsewhere: "School libraries were established in order to be used as:   
* (for students) a place to learn, be informed, be acquainted and familiar with books and the information 
society.  
* (for teachers) a source of information and a tool suitable to design new learning methodologies.  
* (for the educational system) a channel to promote an educational school environment which is changing and 
reformed syllabi through the integration of school libraries. What remains to be achieved is the realisation and 
implementation of the role of school libraries as educational tools incorporated into changing educational 
approaches and distinguished as one of the most effective educational tools” [30]. It is true that numerous studies 
conducted in many countries have proved that there is a positive relation between school libraries and school 
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achievement - and even personal development [31] –of students who use them [32]7– especially when the people 
responsible for them are trained and collaborate productively and constructively with the teachers of the schools 
they support.  
Let‘s sum up, then, with a particularly well-aimed extract: “Will our children be ready for the challenges of 
their future? Are our schools ready to prepare them for those challenges today? Center for International 
Scholarship in School Libraries takes the position that schools without school libraries cannot educate this 
generation in a way that prepares them for 21st century study and work, and being part of the increasingly digital, 
global society. Cutting school libraries is not the solution: School libraries, now more than ever, are integral to 
quality learning and teaching in 21st century schools.” [34] Thus, we return of the prerevolutionary yet timeless 
urge of Adamantios Korais “Seize Learning", supplemented by other bitter-sweet ascertainment of the same 
thinker: "Educating peoples is a time-consuming task" [35]. 
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